abstract. Background. Ethnicity, language and poverty have all been linked to the academic achievement of children within our educational system. Purpose. The purpose of this study was to determine if ethnicity, ELL and poverty are indicative of third, fourth, and fifth grade performance on the Nebraska State Accountability Reading Test (NeSA-R). Methods and Results. An archival data set was volunteered by an elementary school in a small Midwestern town. The data set for the ethnicity portion included 347 students from two schools combined, while the data set for the poverty/ELL subset included 197 students from only one of the schools as the other did not have poverty/ELL data. An analysis of the data concluded that ethnicity is not a significant factor in the performance scores on the NeSA reading test among the three ethnic groups (p> .05). Additional analysis of the data set concluded that there is a significant difference between students who receive free and reduced lunch and are ELL and students who only receive free and reduced lunch (t(195)=6.551, p<.05).
asserting that the act may be foundationally flawed do to underlying political motivations. "The aim of NCLB and other high-stakes testing reforms… may be less about improving student learning and closing the achievement gap than it is about undermining public education to introduce a market-based system" (Hursh, 2007, p. 504) . There are additionally more serious indictments suggesting that high-stakes testing yields passive approval of school districts and states that "game the system" (Amrein-Beardsley, 2009, p. 2) . Amrein-Beardsley asserts, "Teachers, administrators, and education leaders have employed a multitude of questionable test preparation practices to help their states, schools, and students meet high-stakes standards. Methods of gaming tests, however, result in spurious test score gains in student learning" (Amrein-Beardsley, 2009, p. 2) .
Still other critics point out that there is no clear evidence of the efficacy of NCLB and the push for high-stakes testing. Marchant, Paulson, and Shunk (2006) analyzed data from 300 testing samples taken from three different testing periods (1992, 1996, 2000) in 50 states involving fourth and eighth grade student performance on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The study results determined that "across all testing samples, there were no differences between those with high-stakes testing and those without high-stakes testing…" (Marchant et al., 2006) . More interestingly, Marchant et al. (2006) determined that demographic factors on aggregated test scores served as a dominant predictor of test performance. "Indeed, when up to 70% of the variability among states' aggregated NAEP scores can be predicated by the average demographic characteristics of the states' testtakers -factors outside of the control of educational policies -educators and policy makers should be careful when attributing differences among states' performance to the policies alone" (Marchant et al, 2006, p. 22) . These conceptions regarding NCLB create a divided framework for the study of ethnicity demographics and standardized test performance. It is evident that demographic implications on testing are becoming increasingly significant for school districts across the country.
Major decisions are made using the scores obtained by students on statewide standardized assessments, therefore previous studies have looked at ethnic demographics as they relate to student performance on standardized assessments. Ikegulu (2004) examined the role of demographic factors in predicting student performance on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). Ikegulu found that "compared to Whites, Hispanic and Black students at all grade levels [grades 3, 5, 8, and 10] experience significantly higher odds of failure" (Ikegulu, 2004, p. 13 ). Ikegulu further concluded that the "most potent determinant is found to be race/ethnicity. Poverty and race/ethnicity are correlated, thus creating a long standing debate as to whether or not race/ethnicity is only a proxy for poverty" (Ikegulu, 2004, p. 15) . A similar study conducted in Hawaii, comparing East Asian, Filipino, Hawaiian, and White students concluded that the Filipino and Hawaiian groups "experienced significantly higher odds of failure" (Uyeno, Zhang, & ChinChance, 2006, p. 4) .
Past studies have also examined the role of other demographic variables and predictability of state assessments. There has been evidence that poverty is a strong predictor of lower academic performance among children (Malecki & Demaray, 2006) . Initially, in order to understand the impact of poverty on educational outcomes, poverty must be more purposely defined. Payne (2005) defines poverty as "the extent to which an individual does without resources"; namely, the following resources: financial, emotional, mental, spiritual, physical, support systems, relationships/role models, and knowledge of hidden rules (p.79). Garrett, Ng'andu, & Ferron (1994) found poverty variables (average family income, average income-to-needs ratio, child born into poverty (yes/no), and percent of life in poverty) to significantly, negatively influence the quality of the home environment after controlling for other variables such as household characteristics (change in marital status (yes/no), average adult-to-child ratio, and average number of siblings), maternal characteristics (race, age, educational level, academic ability, and self-esteem), and child characteristics (gender, birth weight, and age).
A common way for researchers to determine which students are of low SES compared to other children has been by looking at the free and reduced lunch statuses. In order to qualify for free meals, the family must have incomes at or below 130 percent of the poverty level. Families with incomes between 130 and 185 percent of the poverty level can qualify for reduced meals (National School Lunch Program, 2009) . Studies have found a significant negative correlation between students who receive free/reduced lunches and high school students' standardized achievement scores (Malecki & Demaray, 2006) . The University of Minnesota (2002) found that students who qualified for free/reduced lunches had lower mean scores on the Minnesota Basic Skills Test in both reading and mathematics. The researchers also found that the achievement gap between the students who qualify for free and reduced lunches and those students who do not qualify continues to widen as they progress through school.
Research has also shown that English Language Learners (ELL) are more likely to score below proficient levels in both reading and mathematics when compared to other student groups (Fry, 2008) . According NCLB, all students, including ELL students, are required to meet state proficient standards. Petterway (2006) argues that the requirement of reaching the proficient level on standardized tests is unfair. The students may not know English well enough to be able to understand the nuances on the test or fully comprehend the questions being asked. The struggle of ELL students, in turn hurts the school because their scores do not meet proficient levels.
A final area of interest is the interaction between ELL status and poverty. Fry (2008) found that the majority of ELL students also receive free and reduced lunches. That being noted, one research question that has not been examined is how are students who are in the ELL program and who receive free and reduced meals fairing on the standardized assessments.
For the purposes of this study, a narrow focus is required to discuss the demographic impacts on the Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA) test. The NeSA assessment system was implemented in 2008 after the passing of Legislative Bill 1157 which required a unified statewide assessment of academic standards in reading, mathematics, and science in K-12 schools in Nebraska (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b). The NeSA Reading test was first offered in spring 2010 for grades 3-8 and grade 11 (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b) . At this time, there is limited research on demographic variables and Nebraska assessment tests.
In 2009, the Center on Education Policy conducted a trend study of general achievement trends and subgroup achievement and gap trends in Nebraska. The general trend study analyzed reading achievement data between 2003 and 2008. The subgroup achievement and gap trends study analyzed proficiency levels in reading from 2003 through 2008 for grades 4, 8, and 11; subgroup trends were analyzed for White, African American, Latino, Native American, Asian American, and lowincome students. During the period of the study, Nebraska utilized the School-Based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS). The STARS system was a decentralized system in which assessments were developed locally with guidance from the Nebraska Department of Education (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b) .
The most recent data (2009) from the general achievement trend study indicated percentage of students scoring at the proficient level and above in Reading: Grade 3, 92%; Grade 4: 95%; and Grade 5, 93% (for comparative purposes of this study, reported here are grades 3, 4, and 5 only) (Center on Education Policy, 2010b). The most recent data (2008) from the subgroup achievement and gap trend study indicated that the percentage of White students scoring proficient and above was 94%, the percentage of African American students scoring proficient and above was 81%, and the percentage of Latino students scoring proficient and above was 86% (reported here are White, African American, and Latino subgroups for grade 4 only) (Center on Education Policy, 2009b).
Due to the very recent implementation of the NeSA system in the spring of 2010, data on general and subgroup achievement are very limited. At this time, there is no analysis on NeSA performance and race subgroups as predictors. Therefore, it is the purpose of this study to determine the role that ethnicity, poverty and language may have in predicting NeSA scores. Specific research questions to be addressed are:
1. Do Black students' , Hispanic students' , and White students' scores differ on the NeSA state reading tests among third, fourth and fifth graders combined?
2. How well does the poverty/language factor (free and reduced lunch versus free and reduced lunch paired with students who are English language learners) predict performance on the NeSA state reading test?
Information provided within the review of literature led the researchers of this study to hypothesize that Black, Hispanic, and White students among third, fourth, and fifth grades combined would differ significantly on the NeSA state reading test scores. Thus, it was hypothesized that there would be a significant difference between each group. Due to past research findings it was also hypothesized in the present study that students who received free/reduced lunches and are ELL will have significantly lower NeSA state reading test scores than students who only receive free and reduce lunch because it is known that SES is a predictor of lower standardized test scores. It is also known that students in ELL also have lower standardized test scores. Thus, when combined, the scores of the ELL students who receive free and reduced lunches are expected to be significantly lower.
METHod Participants
This study analyzed archival data involving the population of third, fourth, and fifth graders in two elementary schools in a Midwestern public school district. For the ethnicity portion of this study, the population was comprised of 347 third, fourth, and fifth graders from these two public elementary schools. The data set includes 118 third graders, 117 fourth graders, and 112 fifth graders; the data set is further divided into 19 Black students (5.5%), 37 White students (10.7%), and 291 Hispanic students (83.9%). At the two school buildings, the entire population (100%) enrolled in the third, fourth, and fifth grade for the 2009-2010 school year included 367 students, however data from only 347 students were available as a result of student mobility and missing data. Of these students, 39 identified as White, not Hispanic (10.6%); 4 identified as Asian/Pacific Islander (1.1%); 302 identified as Hispanic (82.3%) 1 identified as American Indian/Alaska Native (0.3%); and 21 identified as Black, not Hispanic (5.7%) (Nebraska Department of Education Data Services, 2010).
On average, 89.5% of the entire population of students K-5 in both buildings received free/reduced priced meals (Nebraska Department of Education, 2010b). For the purposes of this study, the criterion of receiving a free or reduced price meal was used to determine student poverty status. Federal guidelines outline eligibility requirements for receiving free or reduced price meals.
Additionally, 56.5% of the same aforementioned population is classified as English Language Learners (Nebraska Department of Education, 2010b). English Language Learners (ELL) or Limited English Proficiency (LEP) is determined by federal guidelines outlined in NCLB. ELL/LEP applies to those individuals that were not born in the United States or whose native language is not English; and whose difficulties in utilizing and understanding English may be sufficient enough to impact their ability to meet proficiency levels on state assessments, or to be successful in classrooms where the instruction language is English (NCLB, 2001b) .
The ELL and poverty portion of this study was comprised of a subset of the original 347 students. The subset included data from only one of the two original schools because the other school did not have poverty/ ELL data available. The population for this portion of the study was comprised of 197 elementary students in third, fourth, and fifth grades at a Midwestern public school in the state of Nebraska. During the 2009-2010 school year this school had 94% of their students qualitfying for free and reduced lunch rates. This particular group consisted of 7% white non Hispanic, 86% Hispanic, 2% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 5% Black non Hispanic individuals (Nebraska Department of Education Data Services, 2010). The State Board of Education ensures that there are "measurable academic content standards" for the tests; "the Nebraska Language Arts Standards are the foundation for the Nebraska State AccountabilityReading" (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b, p. 3). The test is designed with standards for grades 3-8 and grade 11. The standards are divided into two "reporting categories: vocabulary and comprehension" (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b, p. 3). The NeSA-R assessment functions on a test blueprint; each grade has a Table of Specifications which outlines the specific criteria for Vocabulary and Comprehension (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b). Tests items were developed by educators from the state who were recommended by an administrator. Independent panels and experts participated in reviewing the process to ensure that items met a list of criteria (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b). Items were developed in a hierarchical organization of reading levels (Reading Level 1-4). Prior to testing, grade level content committees, comprised of Nebraska educators appointed by the Nebraska Department of Education, reviewed items "for quality and content, as well as the following categories: Indicator (standard) Alignment; Difficulty Level (classified as Low, Medium, or High); Depth of Knowledge (classified as Recall, Application, or Strategic Thinking); Correct Answer; Quality of Graphics; Appropriate Language Demand; and Freedom from Bias (classified as Yes or No)" (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b, p. 13). The Technical Report states, "For criterion-referenced, standards-based assessment the strongest validity evidence arises from test construction process and item scaling…. The result is consensus among the content specialists and teachers that the assessment does in fact assess what was intended" (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010b, p. 18). There is little other evidence regarding the reliability and validity of this assessment instrument.
INSTrUMENTATIoN
Very significant to this study is the use of a statewide proficiency scale score, or cut score, which determines level of performance. "The [State Board of Education] determined that the Meets the Standards level will begin at a Scale Score of 85 for all grades, and the Exceeds the Standards will begin at 135. These values will be used for all grades and will not change from year to year" (Data Recognition Corporation, 2010a, p. 2).
This study relies on the use of archival data provided by an elementary school. The complete raw archival data set was electronically accessed in the form of a Microsoft Excel data recording form to facilitate analysis.
ProCEdUrE
The NeSA assessments were given in the spring of 2010 according to the administration guidelines provided by the NDE. For the purposes of this study, the researcher accessed this data from an archival data set provided by the elementary schools. Names were removed and replaced with student identification numbers to preserve confidentiality.
rESUlTS
The mean NeSA scores and standard deviations for Hispanic, Black and White students, as well as the number of participants were as shown in Table 1 . The One-Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA1) indicated that the difference among the three averages in Table 1 was not significant, F(2,344) = 0.181, p> .05. Since the averages did not differ significantly, further analysis was unnecessary.
An independent measure t-test was used to compare NeSA reading scores of students eligible for free and reduced lunch and the combined factor of students who are both eligible for free and reduced lunch, and are English language learners (ELL). The results are shown in Table 2 . The results show that students who are both ELL and receive free and reduced lunch scored significantly lower than students who only receive free and reduced lunch. Thus, the results of this study indicated that the combination of ELL and poverty was a significant predictor of lower standardized test scores.
dISCUSSIoN
The results of this study show there is no support for the hypothesis that there would be a difference of performance on the NeSA state reading test among the different groups based on ethnicity. There is also no support for the hypothesis that Caucasians would score higher than African Americans or Hispanics. There was, however, support for the hypothesis that there would be no significant difference between the scores of Hispanics and African Americans. The means indicate that Hispanic student performance is lower than Black student performance, and Black performance is lower than White performance; however, these means do not indicate a statistical significant difference. By eliminating ethnicity as a significant predictor of NeSA-R scores, this study provides practical implications for small school districts utilizing the NeSA test.
This study has also exposed noteworthy results that require further attention. Specifically, the mean scores of the students, regardless of ethnic group membership -Black, 73.2, Hispanic 70.1, White 74.7 -were well below the score of 85 required to demonstrate proficiency. Not only are these scores below the proficiency standard level, but they are also below the averages of scores of ethnic minority groups representative of the entire state of Nebraska -Black, 79.7, Hispanic, 108.7, and Hispanic, 84 (Nebraska Department of Education, 2010b) . This data leads to further discussion regarding student performance on the NeSA-R and the possible impact of ELL and poverty on the NeSA scores within this school district.
Within this particular school district, the rate of ELL/LEP (56.5%) is considerably greater when compared with the state average (6.6%). Furthermore, the students in this school district were not given the opportunity to take the state assessment in a language other than English. The NeSA-R, as administered in the spring of 2010, was not provided with translation to native language (Nebraska Department of Education, 2010a). According to literature, there are considerable implications for serving a high number of ELL students in a district. As Menken (2010) states.
Given that the tests being used nationally are linguistically complex and administered in a language they [ELLs] are learning, it is then not surprising that ELLs typically do not perform well on the tests used to comply with the mandates of NCLB. Nationally, ELLs score an average of 20-50 percentage points below native English speakers on state assessments of English language arts and other content-area subjects, and thus the majority of ELLs fail to achieve a score of proficient or meet adequate yearly progress goals. (p. 125).
It is then conceivable that the inadequate performance on the NeSA-R could be a derivative of the atypical demographics present in the school district.
Moreover, research has demonstrated that ELL students can reach or exceed performance of English-only peers given adequate time for growth. However, these students are not initially able to compete with English-speaking peers on English assessments and given the sanctions in place for performance deficits, this issue can be devastating for schools (Gándara & Baca, 2008) . It takes ELL students five to seven years to acquire the language development necessary to be proficient in cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP), which dictates the language skills necessary to participate in school activities (Rhodes, Ochoa, & Ortiz, 2005) .
Poverty has also been linked to cognitive and academic performance. Past literature delineates the impact of poverty on academic achievement. For example, Guo (1998) determined that long-term or cumulative poverty has a significant impact on ability and achievement; achievement is a function of motivation and opportunity, both of which are adversely affected in impoverished environments. Understanding and gaining new skills within the educational setting often depends on prior learning opportunities and experiences. Thus, indicating that if learning opportunities and experiences are compromised early on, it can have detrimental effects for many years as the child continues through the educational system.
According to the results of this study, students who received both free and reduced lunch and were ELL were at greater risk of having lower NeSA reading scores than the students who only received free and reduced lunch. These results raise concerns about meeting AYP goals. This research demonstrates that the combination of being an ELL and in poverty, as defined by receiving free and reduced lunches, is devastating to the academic performance of these children in regards to standardized tests. There are also issues concerning progress of these learners, while they may exhibit early progress, it does not guarantee that they will continue to show the same level of growth throughout the reminder of their academic years (Center on Education Policy, 2010a).
Not only does the practice of high-stakes testing overlook progressive growth in ELL students, but it also pressures teachers to teach to an English-only assessment, hindering appropriate instruction for ELL students (Gándara & Baca, 2008) . By using the proficiency score as the singular determinant of adequate yearly progress, Nebraska is not considering the growth made by ELL students despite the fact that language acquisition occurs as a developmental process. What is more, sanctions are tied to insufficient performance, thereby penalizing a district for something that is beyond the district's control.
This study raises questions regarding the role of demographic variables in predicting achievement on the NeSA-R. The findings of this study conclude that ethnicity is not a significant predictor of performance on the NeSA-R. The findings of this study may be the result of a small sample size with small numbers of White and Black participants, though the sample was proportionally representative of the population. It is also possible that the NeSA was created in such a way that there is limited racial bias in the items on the test. Additionally, the demographics of the school must be considered as a possible explanation of the results of this study. Previous research, along with the current study, clearly demonstrates that poverty and ELL/LEP status can have a large impact on educational performance. The current study adds to the literature by showing that the combination of both ELL and poverty is especially detrimental. Due to the atypical demographics present in this district, these variables must be considered. As the minority groups are in fact the majority in these schools, it is possible that the minority groups have had an impact on the majority group. This study also raises questions as to why Nebraska's current NeSA-R scores and STARS scores from 2003 -2008 , indicate no significant difference among ethnic groups, while other states (such as Texas and Hawaii) indicate that ethnicity is a significant predictor on state reading tests. Future studies could focus on reproducing these results. Future studies could also increase the sample size so as to rule out the small sample size of this study as a possible confounding variable. Additionally, other variables should be considered as possible factors that impact NeSA scores, such as socioeconomic status and other participant characteristics. Most importantly, however, is the fact that such high stakes decisions should not be based upon a cut score on a standardized test, such as the NeSA, until the lack of empirical support for the validity and reliability of the assessment with students of diverse backgrounds is addressed.
ETNIŠKUMAS, KALBA IR SKURDAS PROGNOZUOJA ATSISKAITOMOJO NEBRASKOS VALSTIJOS SKAITYMO TESTO (NESA-R) REZULTATUS
Tammi Ohmstede Beckman, Kaylee Messersmith, Jessica Shepard, Brittney Cates Nebraskos universitetas (Kearney), JAV Santrauka. Problema. Etniškumas, kalba ir skurdas švietimo sistemoje yra susiję su vaikų akademiniais pasiekimais. Tyrimo tikslas. Šio tyrimo tikslas -įvertinti, ar etniškumas, anglų kalbos mokymasis ir skurdas gali numatyti trečios, ketvirtos ir penktos klasių atsiskaitomojo Nebraskos valstijos skaitymo testo (NeSA-R) rezultatus. Metodika. Tyrime analizuoti archyviniai duomenys, kuriuos geranoriškai suteikė viena nedidelio JAV Vidurio Vakarų regiono pradinė mokykla. Etniškumo aspektas analizuotas 347 mokinių duomenų imtyje, sudarytoje iš dviejų mokyklų duomenų. Anglų kalbos mokymosi ir skurdo aspektai analizuoti 197 mokinių imtyje, tik iš vienos mokyklos duomenų, nes antroji tokios informacijos negalėjo pateikti. Rezultatai. Tyrimo rezultatai parodė, kad etniškumas nėra reikšmingas veiksnys numatant NeSA-R skaitymo testo rezultatus
